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X"\LL YOU ever do is r ead , " I told my older brother, 
Mike, as I walked into his bedroom and sat on the hardwood 
chair at his desk. He was lying on his bed (he was always 
lying on his bed) reading still another paperback. 
If I hadn ' t known better, I could have sworn that 
someone had backed a truck full of books up to his door and 
shoveled the books into his room. Paperbacks were scat-
tered all over: on his desk, his night stand, his dresser, and 
the floor surrounding his bed. My parents had offered to 
buy him a bookcase, but he said he didn't want one. He 
even complained when Mom arranged his books into neat 
stacks as she cleaned his room; he said he knew where 
every book was until people started moving them around. 
He hadn ' t yet looked up, hadn ' t given me the slightest 
sign of recognition, although I had been deliberately 
shuffling the books on his desk to attract his attention. 
"All you ever do is r e a d , " I repeated, louder this time. 
"So w h a t ? " he said, finally looking up, and, after 
bending a page to mark his place, setting his book aside. 
" W h a t ' s wrong with t h a t ? " 
" I t ' s d u m b , " I said. 
"Yeah? Wha t ' s so dumb about i t ? " he asked, taking 
off his glasses and rubbing the bridge of his large nose 
where the frames always left a deep red impression. 
"You ' re not even reading that book for school, ' ' I said. 
"You ought to be outside playing baseball or something 
with your f r iends ." 
He didn' t reply. 
"If you had any fr iends." 
He held his glasses up to the overhead light (since he 
never opened the curtains, it was always turned on) and 
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inspected the thick lenses. He frowned, but put the glasses 
back on without bothering to clean them. Then he glanced 
at the book at his side. 
" I 've got fr iends," he said languidly. 
"No, you don ' t . " 
"Well , what if I d o n ' t ? " he said. " I t ' s none of your 
goddam business, anyway." 
"Stop swear ing." 
"I ' l l swear whenever I feel ike it. And I don' t need a 
fourteen-year-old—especially a dumb fourteen-year-old — 
telling me what to do with my life. I'll do whatever I goddam 
please ," he said, and, as if to prove it, took a cigarette from 
his night stand and lit it. He and my parents had fought 
about his smoking for years. A few months before this, on 
his seventeenth birthday, they had finally given him per-
mission to smoke, so long as he did it only in his room. 
He took a long puff on his cigarette. "If you want to 
know something, kid, I'll tell you. You'll learn sooner or 
later, anyway." He sat up part way, took from his night 
stand an overfilled ashtray, and set this beside him on the 
bed. "There ' s nobody in this stupid town worth knowing. 
So you might as well not waste your t ime . ' ' 
"You don't think there ' s anybody in the whole world 
worth knowing." 
" I didn't say that. Now that you mention it, though, I 
think you're r ight . " He sat up straight against the head-
board of his bed and put out his cigarette, although h e ' d 
taken only a few puffs on it. Then he stared at the ceiling 
and spoke deliberately, almost as if quoting from a book. 
"There ' s nobody in the world worth knowing, no place in 
the world worth the effort of going to, and —and nothing in 
the world worth doing ." He continued to stare at the ceiling 
for perhaps a minute longer; then, seeming satisfied, he 
folded his arms and looked directly at me for the first t ime 
since I'd come in. 
"If you don't think there ' s anything worth doing, what 
do you always read those stupid books for? ' ' I asked. 
"Well , as long as you're alive you gotta do something. 
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And when you read you come closer to being dead than 
when you do anything else —except, maybe, when you 
s leep . " His eyes suddenly came to life. "You see, you lose 
awareness of your own existence when you read, and if you 
lose awareness of your existence, then you cease to exist ." 
"You ' re n u t s , " I said, getting up. "Anyway, the 
reason I came in is to ask if I can borrow your baseball 
glove. Mine fell apart yes terday." 
" U r n , " he said, picking up his book. " I t ' s in my closet, 
if you can find it. You can keep it. It 's been laying in there 
for y e a r s . " 
I opened his closet door and dug through the 
paraphernalia at the bottom of his closet. He seemed to use 
the closet as a repository for things that no longer interested 
him. A tennis racket with some of the strings missing, an 
old radio that he had repaired himself, a Lionel train set that 
my parents had given him for his tenth birthday, some old 
issues of Outdoor Life, a Bible with his name stamped in 
gold letters on the cover. I finally found the glove under a 
stack of about ten small oil paintings. 
I paused a moment to look at the painting on the top of 
the pile. I thought I 'd seen all of Mike's paintings, but I 'd 
never seen this one before. But that was just like Mike. It 
was only after weeks of my coaxing that he ever showed 
me —and I was the only one he ever showed —any of his 
paintings. 
The painting depicted a clearing in the middle of a 
forest, with the sun —directly overhead—shining down 
brightly. A young man was sitting on top of a stack of books 
that must have been twenty feet high. There were four she-
wolves on the ground beneath him with saliva dripping from 
their open jaws, but the young man seemed composed, even 
though the books, on top of a tree stump, were precariously 
stacked. 
I closed the closet door, put on the glove, and smacked 
it a few times in the pocket. It was a good glove, and it fit my 
hand extremely well. I saw that Mike had resumed reading, 
but I never minded interrupting him. 
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"How come you don' t paint anymore?" I asked. 
" W h a t ? " 
"How come you haven ' t painted anything la te ly?" 
" I don't know," he said. " J u s t haven ' t felt like it, I 
g u e s s . " 
"Um. I gotta go pretty soon ," I said, without making 
the slightest movement toward the door. ' 'I told J im I 'd play 
catch with him before we go to Wood Lake. ' ' 
"Yeah? What ' re you going there for?" 
"Our church group 's going. We ' r e gonna have a 
wiener roas t . " 
' 'That sounds like loads of fun, ' ' he said. ' 'It makes me 
glad I 'm an atheis t ." 
"You're not an a the is t . " 
" I am too ." 
"Then you're gonna go to hell. That ' s what Reverend 
Paulsen says . " 
"No. This is he l l , " he said, looking about the room. 
"You don't realize it, but you're standing about two feet 
away from hell 's closet right now. Besides, what does 
Reverend Paulsen know? I can ' t stand that g u y . " 
" M e , either. I just don' t listen to him most of the 
t ime . " 
"At least you're learning, then. I never listen to the 
guy-" 
I looked at my watch. " I ' m going outside now," I said, 
and started for the door. 
"Wait a second," said Mike. On his night stand were, 
in total disarray, about fifteen paperbacks. He reached over 
and picked up one of these . " H e r e , read this when you get 
the t ime , " he said, and tossed it to me . I caught it in the 
glove. "It might do you some good ." 
I took the book into my room, and looked to see how 
many pages it had. Two hundred and eighty-nine. I tossed it 
onto my bed, not intending to ever read it, and picked up my 
baseball cap. To make sure that my cap looked just right, I 
always put it on in front of the full-length mirror attached to 
my closet door. When I had it on the way I liked it —with the 
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bill not too high, and not too low —I stooped and put my 
hands on my knees, striking the pose of an alert infielder. . . 
Two outs. Bases loaded. Bottom of the ninth inning. The 
crack of a bat. . . . Watching myself in the mirror out of 
the corner of my eye, I went after an invisible ground ball, 
scooped it up cleanly, and threw it to first base —beating the 
runner by a good three steps. After I heard the cheering of 
the crowd die away, I left my room and went next door to 
Jim Rathburn 's house. 
Jim was my best friend; he and I had spent a lot of time 
together outside the principal 's office. We hadn' t always 
been best friends, though. When we were younger he had 
beaten me up once after I had dropped and broken a nude 
statue —it was twelve inches high, with breasts that glowed 
in the dark —that he had won at a carnival. But I never held 
it against him; I knew how much that statue meant to him. 
When we were both twelve I saw him cry after old Mrs. 
Winley had lectured him for stealing apples from her tree, 
but I never told anyone. He felt indebted to me for that —he 
as much as told me so —and we'd been best friends ever 
since. 
We played catch in J im ' s back yard. He was the catcher 
on our baseball team, and he knew how to throw the ball; 
my hand always turned red after playing catch with him for 
about ten minutes. I wanted to play shortstop for the team, 
but so far I was the reserve right fielder. J im told me that if I 
kept practicing I was sure to make the first team. We played 
catch every afternoon, and he sometimes hit me ground 
balls, but it didn' t seem to me that I was improving, and I 
once hinted to J im that I was thinking of quitting the team. 
Of course, J im wouldn't hear of it. He said that a person 
could do anything if he really wanted to. But then, 
everything came easy for J im. He was the strongest boy in 
our class, and excelled at all sports. There was scarcely a 
boy in the class who didn' t respect him, and I'd heard more 
than one of the girls refer to him as Prince Charming. 
After we 'd played catch for about twenty minutes, we 
walked to the Methodist church. When we got there^there 
40 Sketch 
was already a large group of kids waiting in front of the 
church for the drivers to arrive. There was one kid in the 
group that J im couldn't s tand. His name was Scott Henson, 
but, because at school he always stayed inside during recess 
and read, everyone called him Egghead . J im had once 
stolen a book from him and held it over the drinking 
fountain while, at J im ' s signal, I turned the water on. Scott 
had told the teacher and got us both into trouble, and since 
then Jim had hated him more than ever. 
' 'Hey, you see Egghead over t he re? ' ' J im asked. ' 'That 
stupid hat he ' s wear ing?" 
Scott was standing off to one side of the group, 
wearing —with what seemed great pride —a green, wide-
brimmed summer hat with white polka dots. 
I nodded. 
" I 'm gonna get that h a t , " J im said, " a n d we'll play 
keep-away. All r igh t?" 
" I don't know," I said. "He ' l l probably te l l . " 
"Who cares? Come on —don't be a chicken." 
"Well —all right. But don' t wreck i t . " 
Jim sneaked up behind Scott, pulled the hat off Scott's 
head, and ran back toward me, holding the hat in both 
hands above his head and yelling like an Indian. Scott 
followed after him yelling almost as loud, but not the 
slightest bit like an Indian. 
Jim stopped about ten yards short of me, threw me the 
hat. When Scott ran toward me, I threw it back to J im. Back 
and forth, at least a dozen t imes, went the hat, followed by 
Scott. Scott then tired, and, s tanding between us with a 
pained look on his face, followed the hat only with his eyes. 
This seemed to take the fun out of it for J im; he began 
to look around with obvious impatience. He soon fixed his 
gaze on something in the yard across the street, and his 
eyes lit up like a pinball machine. He ran with the hat across 
the street to a large barrel of burning trash, and yelling, 
"This'll fix you, E g g h e a d , " he crumpled the hat and 
dropped it into the fire. 
Scott stood where he was for some time, staring across 
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at the barrel. Then he turned —watery-eyed—and walked 
slowly away, mumbling about what would happen to us 
when he told his mother . 
J im came back across the street laughing like an idiot, 
and immediately began to give to the entire group a detailed 
account of how he and I had "fixed old Egghead ." I was 
fortunately spared this (and I really didn' t want to hear it), 
for he had hardly begun when our drivers' six-car caravan 
pulled up in front of the church. 
One of the drivers was a young guy, a classmate of my 
brother ' s . J im and I ran to get into his car, because we knew 
that if we rode in one of the cars driven by an old-maid 
Sunday school teacher we wouldn't be able to have any fun. 
We felt that our driver, Ed Banks, was-lots of fun. There 
were all boys in the car, so as soon as we were under way 
he began talking about a girl he 'd gone to the movies with 
the previous night, and how she 'd slapped his face when 
he 'd got " too handy with the old h a n d s . " 
"Course , you guys probably don't know what I 'm 
talking abou t , " he said, glancing at those of us in the back 
seat with a leer. 
"Sure , we d o , " I said. 
' T h a t ' s what you get for playing with her t i t t ies, ' ' said 
Jim. 
After Ed Banks had seen me in the back seat, I noticed 
that he watched me in the rearview mirror. It wasn ' t long 
before he glanced over his shoulder again. 
"You ' re Mike Parker ' s little brother, aren't you ," he 
said to me . It sounded like an accusation. 
" Y e a h , " I said, hesitatingly. 
Ed Banks scowled into the rearview mirror. "Does he 
study all the time, or w h a t ? " 
"No. Not too m u c h , " I said. "But he ' s always reading 
these stupid books . " 
"Really? I studied half the night for this history test, 
and I got a seventy-five on it —I think that was the class 
average. But then that brother of yours had to get a hundred 
on it, and louse up the whole curve. That bas tard ." 
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All the kids laughed, but none of them laughed louder 
than I did. "I ' l l tell him you think he ' s a bastard when I get 
home , " I said, " and see what that dumb bastard has to say 
about i t . " 
"You do tha t , " Ed said, and from then on I could tell 
that he liked me. Whenever I made a joke —no matter how 
stupid —he shook with laughter, and I did the same for him. 
I thought he was a pretty good guy. 
Wood Lake was only ten miles away, and it wasn ' t long 
before we reached a winding gravel road that led to one of 
its many picnic areas. The lake was small and shallow, had 
no beach, and was so infested with leeches that no one ever 
swam in it. Nevertheless, the clean new picnic shelters, the 
beautiful dense trees, and the cool breeze that always blew 
from the lake, attracted picnickers like ourselves to the lake 
in numbers. 
" W e ' r e h e r e , " said Ed Banks, and the car came to a 
halt. 
We all piled out of the cars and assembled at one of the 
picnic shelters. Our leader told us that we could do 
whatever we wanted for an hour, and then we were all to 
return to the shelter for supper. 
Jim and I ran off from the rest of the kids, down the 
long steep hill leading to the lake. We knew of a narrow 
path, at this side of the lake hidden from view by thick trees, 
that circled the lake. This we found with little difficulty — 
we'd been to the lake many times before —and began to 
lazily follow, occasionally picking up rocks which we threw 
indiscriminately into the lake and at squirrels brazen 
enough to cross our path. 
We hadn ' t walked very far before we heard voices up 
ahead of us. The voices grew louder and more distinct, and 
as we came around a bend in the path we encountered four 
girls, all of whom were about our age. The path was so 
narrow that they were walking two abreast . The two leading 
girls, who stopped just short of J im and me, were by far the 
more attractive. 
The girl in front of me had thick black hair, dark eyes, 
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and a pleasant, roundish face. She was wearing very short 
cut-offs, a blue tee shirt with a picture of Snoopy catching a 
line drive in his mouth, and too much eye shadow. When 
she smiled, revealing her straight white teeth, she 
reminded me of a woman I 'd seen once in a toothpaste 
advertisement. 
But if these girls had competed in a beauty contest, the 
girl facing J im would have won. She had curly blond hair of 
just less than shoulder length, a beauty-cream complexion 
and large blue eyes that glowed as if by phosphorescence 
through the shade of the oak trees. She wore a tight pair of 
blue jeans and, underneath an unbuttoned boys' shirt, the 
top piece of a swimming suit. She was taller than the other 
girls —almost as tall as J im —and she used this extra height 
to her best advantage. She didn' t slouch, as many girls her 
age did, but rather, stood up straight (almost too straight), 
leaning her head back a little and protruding her bosom, of 
which she was apparently —and justifiably —quite proud. 
How the other two girls ever got into such company, I 
couldn't imagine. They were both fat (one of them wore a 
tee shirt which, without complete inaccuracy, said: BUILT 
LIKE A MACK TRUCK) and unattractive, and, giggling 
incessantly, followed behind the two beauty contestants like 
sheep —or, rather, considering their figures, like cows. 
The blonde s tepped forward to do the speaking for the 
group. " W h e r e are you guys going?" she asked. 
" N o w h e r e , " said J im. " W e were just following the 
p a t h . " 
The way he was staring at her breasts reminded me of 
how he used to look at that statue of his, and I knew that I 'd 
better let him do the talking and keep my big mouth shut. 
"So were w e , ' ' she said. ' 'We've walked about halfway 
around the lake. If we don' t get back pretty soon, though, 
my parents are gonna kill us . You guys want to walk us 
back?" Although she was ostensibly talking to both of us , 
she kept her luminous eyes fixed on J im. 
" S u r e , " said J im. 
" W e ' r e going that way, anyhow," I said. 
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The girls all turned around, the two cows now reluc-
tantly taking the lead. The blonde attached herself to J im ' s 
side, and I walked directly behind J im, next to the girl with 
the Ultrabright teeth. 
We hadn ' t walked a hundred feet before the blonde, 
commenting on what big muscles J im had, grabbed hold of 
J im's arm. I looked at the girl beside me, pushed my sleeve 
up a little, and flexed my small muscle to make it look 
larger. But it was to no avail; she wasn ' t paying the 
slightest attention to me. 
I gave up on that idea, and, as we walked on, satisfied 
myself with watching her out of the corner of my eye. I 
immediately saw something that interested me. She was 
wearing sandals on her small tanned feet, and I noticed that 
she had painted her toenails, each one of them a different 
color. When I thought of her, surrounded by nail-polish 
bottles, sitting all alone in her room, carefully painting each 
nail and anxious lest she use the same color twice, I forgot 
all about the blonde, and fell in love for the first time in my 
life. 
It was then that I decided to offer her my hand. Now, 
arms may vary in muscles, I thought, but a hand is a hand: 
they're all pretty much the same. So, giving her my best 
smile, I slowly extended my arm and offered her my hand — 
palm upward. She looked at my hand for a moment as 
though it were something that had just been fished out of a 
toilet, and then, without speaking a word, continued to 
stare —straight ahead of me — at the back of J im ' s head. 
I tried to shake it off. Bringing together every bit of 
courage in me, and again smiling my best smile, I asked as 
pleasantly as my quivering voice would permit: " W h a t ' s 
your n a m e ? " 
" S u e , " she said, stressing the sibilant. 
" I 'm Bob ," I said. " W h e r e are you f rom?" 
She frowned, examined a strand of her hair, and then 
threw it over her shoulder. " I wish you'd move out of the 
way, so I could get up by h i m , " she said, pointing to J im. 
I stopped in my tracks. She walked past me and, with 
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Jim and the blonde crowding even closer together, grabbed 
J im ' s other arm. She whispered something to the others, 
and the blonde looked back at me over her shoulder. 
"I t doesn ' t look like your friend's coming," she said to 
Jim. 
' 'Who c a r e s ? " said J im. "Let him g o . " 
They walked on down the path. The three of them, 
following the cows, were so close together that they looked 
like a six-legged animal. 
I stood there for a long time, as if frozen. So that ' s all I 
amounted to, I thought—just someone who was in the way, 
an obstacle, like a post or a tree, which was best to be got 
rid of. As I listened to some squirrels chattering nearby, it 
seemed as if even they were laughing at me. 
I turned around very slowly and trudged back to the 
shelter. Sitting at one of the picnic tables, I picked up a long 
green stick. I bent it into the shape of a heart, and then 
somehow lost my grip; it snapped back sharply, cutting the 
palm of my hand. I set the stick on the table and inspected 
the cut. It didn' t look deep, but it hurt. I knew that someone 
who couldn't feel the pain would have called it only a 
scratch, but that didn' t make me feel any better. 
I heard someone come into the shelter, and looking up I 
saw Emily Johnston coming toward me. Her mother and my 
mother were good friends, so she 'd been to my house many 
times. I always thought she was rather pretty. 
She sat across from me . "Hi , Bob ." 
" H e l l o , " I replied, without much alacrity. I would have 
preferred to be alone. 
' T saw you and J im go down toward the lake. ' ' 
"Yeah. We were walking down a p a t h . " 
She hesi tated a moment . " W h e r e ' s J im a t ? " 
I picked up my stick, dropped it onto the ground. 
"How the hell should I know?" 
"You don ' t have to be m e a n , " she said, getting up . 
" I ' m sorry ," I said. " I just don't see why I'm supposed 
to keep track of where he is. Go look for him yourself.'' 
She walked away without another word. 
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I sat alone until the kids began to assemble at the 
shelter for supper. I didn' t feel hungry, so I walked down 
the hill and sat on a tree s tump, where I was out of view of 
everyone. In front of me was a young tree that someone had 
recently chopped down, about two inches from its base. Its 
leaves were curled up at the edges, and as I watched them 
they seemed to curl up even more, closing themselves up, 
drawing ever inward. 
I heard a noise off to my side, and when I looked up I 
saw that Jim was finally coming back and was climbing the 
hill to the shelter. He saw me at about the same time, and 
ran over to where I sat. 
"What did you go for?" he asked, breathing heavily. 
"You should've stayed with us. You know what that blonde 
let me d o ? " 
"Get the hell out of h e r e , " I said. 
"Wha t ' s wrong with you? You mad at m e ? " he asked. 
"Jus t leave me a lone ." 
He walked away slowly, looking back at me over his 
shoulder with a puzzled look on his face. I sat on the stump 
until it got dark and the leader began calling us to go home. 
I didn't want to get up; I thought I 'd stay there until I died. 
Sooner or later some Boy Scout would find my bones, and 
he 'd probably get a merit badge for it, and the Boy Scouts 
would take my skeleton back to their headquarters and use 
it to study anatomy or something, and at last somebody 
would have a use for me. 
But I knew that it would never work; if I didn't return 
soon the leader would send someone to look for me. So after 
he called for the third time, I got up and joined the group. 
The leader counted noses, and, all noses present, we 
got into the cars. This time I rode with old Mrs. Winley. She 
made use of the drive to deliver one of her lectures. She said 
she knew a boy who began stealing penny-candy when he 
was six years old, and that he kept stealing bigger and 
bigger things, and then got arrested stealing a Cadillac, and 
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had to go to prison where he was presently rotting, as all 
sinners eventually do. 
I was silent; I didn' t even interrupt her with a smart 
remark, as I normally would have. My behavior was so 
unwonted that the kid sitting next to me finally asked me if I 
was sick. I told him I was so he 'd shut up and leave me 
alone. 
When I got home I went into my bedroom and looked at 
myself in the mirror. I tried striking my baseball pose, but it 
didn' t work anymore. Instead of seeing a ballplayer in the 
mirror, I saw only a boy trying to imitate a ballplayer —and 
it was a poor imitation. I was short, thin, unmuscular. My 
posture was bad. 
I s tepped nearer, and, wondering how Sue had seen 
me, looked at my face with the scrutiny one applies to a 
stranger. I was almost astounded by what I saw. I had three 
pimples —one of them on the tip of my nose —that I hadn ' t 
noticed before. My ears stuck out; my nose was too big; my 
teeth were dull and crooked. 
I looked at myself from the left profile, head-on, from 
the right profile. I spent half an hour trying every pose and 
mood that I could think of. But nothing helped. I suddenly 
realized how that pudgy girl must have felt when she 
bought her MACK TRUCK tee shirt. 
I turned away from the mirror —watery-eyed —took off 
my baseball cap, crumpled it, and threw it onto my bed. I 
stood staring at the cap for some time before I noticed, lying 
next to it, the book that Mike had given me. It was called 
Walden. I picked it up and looked closely at the illustration 
on the cover. It showed a solitary cabin, with a large tree 
standing behind it and a thin wisp of smoke rising from the 
chimney. The door of the cabin was open, and I pretended 
to walk inside and sit down and watch the fire. 
I opened the drawer of my night stand, took out my 
glasses —I had got them two years ago, but had used them 
only for reading at school —and put them on. Then I opened 
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the book and read avidly. It was the first time in my life that 
I'd ever enjoyed reading. 
I read about twenty pages , and then, after bending a 
page to mark my place, went to Mike's room. Mike, as 
usual, was lying on his bed reading, but he had just paused 
to light a cigarette as I came into the room. I sat on the 
hardwood chair at his desk. 
"Don' t tell me you've actually been reading that 
book?" he said. 
I nodded. " I t ' s hotter than hell in h e r e . " 
" I know," he said, and blew a succession of smoke-
rings. 
"Have you thought about opening a window?" 
"Yeah, I thought about i t , " he said, "but I didn't think 
it was worth the effort." 
I glanced at the windows, which were only about five 
feet away from me. "No, I guess not , ' ' I said. I looked again 
at the cover of the book, and from my imaginary position 
safely inside the cabin I pretended to get up and close the 
door. When I looked up, I saw that Mike had been watching 
me the whole time. We looked at each other as we never had 
before. Neither of us spoke for a long while. 
"Can I have a c igare t te?" I finally asked. 
He nodded, smiled sadly, and tossed me a fresh pack of 
Old Golds. 
